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T H E PSYCHOLOGICAL REVIEW

A SCHEMA OF METHOD1

BY CHRISTIAN A. RUCKMICH

University of Illinois, Urbana, Illinois

This paper owes its origin to a study of the historical
development of psychological methods to which the writer
recently turned his attention. In the course of the investiga-
tion, it was soon evident that historically, as well as latterly,
the term method had assumed a variety of connotations in the
literature of the science. An attempt was made, therefore,
to determine exactly what these connotations were and to
group them under the proper rubrics. The problem, then,
changed from a survey of method in general to a classification
of the varieties of method. Accordingly a study of the inter-
pretation of psychological methods as outlined in more than a
score of treatises was begun. The present article is the result.
Its purpose is not to offer an exhaustive logical critique of the
concept,2 but to specify the several usages of the term which
were actually found in the literature. After this systematic
study has been made, obviously a more adequate review of the
historical development of method in its several aspects can then
be begun.3

•The article presents, in a revised form and with greater regard for detail, the
essential points advanced in the introductory section of a paper which was read before
the American Psychological Association, December 30, 1913.

* For discussions of this order, the reader is referred to the standard works on
methodology and logic, e. %., Jevons, W. S., 'Principles of Science,' 3d ed., London, 1877;
Pearson, K., 'Grammar of Science,' 3d ed., London, 19U; Sigwart, C , 'Logic,' 2d ed.
(trans. Dendy), London, 1895; Wundt/W., 'Logik,' Vol. 3, 3d ed., Stuttgart, 1908;
and 'Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences' (ed. Windelband and Ruge), Vol. I,
'Logic,' (trans. Meyer), London, 1913.

1 It is the intention of the writer to publish in the near future a study of this
development in terms of the present classification.
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If we examine such phrases as introspective method, statistical
method, adjustment method, method of minimal changes, induc-
tive method, genetic method, it is clear that the word method is
not used unequivocally.1 We find, nevertheless, that in many
text-books and systematic treatises these phrases are used
coordinately under discussions of method. The same thing
happens, moreover, in other disciplines. In a recent discus-
sion of the methods of the physical sciences, mathematical
method, dynamic method, method of thermodynamics, and method
of analogy, are treated on a common plane: in a logical outline
of the article, faithfully abstracted, these terms would appear
as coordinate rubrics.2 In a standard work on education there
are several similar occurrences: Scientific method, schoolroom
method, psychological method, and sociological method appear on
equal terms in the same sentence.3

In addition to the fact that the term method is frequently
used in more than one strict sense, several words are often
used in the same contexts with differences of meaning which are
difficult to analyse. Examples of the use of the terms method,
procedure, and instrument, in this way, are:4

The methods of psychology are, in general, the two methods of every science:
description (that is, analysis and classification) and explanation. But besides these

1 Similar examples can be found in such works as Baldwin's 'Handbook of Psy-
chology,' Vol. I, New York, 1890, 22ff.; James's 'Principles of Psychology,' Vol. 1,
New York, 1890, i8sff.; Kiilpe's 'Outlines of Psychology' (trans. Titchener), London
and New York, 1895, 8ff.; Ladd's 'Elements of Physiological Psychology,' New York,
1887, 6ff.; and in an address on 'Psychological Methods' by W. McDougall, published
in 'Lectures on the Method of Science,' Oxford, 1906, H3ff.

1 Webster, A. G., 'The Methods of the Physical Sciences. To What Are They
Applicable?' Science, N.S., 39, 1914, 42-51.

•Monroe, P., 'A Text-book in the History of Education,' New York, 1911, 757.
* In many instances we find the juxtaposition of method and •procedure with meanings

which are respectively supplementary, indicating a recognizable distinction:

In its effort to establish itself upon a scientific basis physiological psychology has
no choice but to follow essentially the same method of procedure. Ladd, G. T.,
'Elements of Physiological Psychology,' New York, 1887, 6.

The nature of the investigation and method of procedure [section heading].
Swift, E. J., in 'Studies in Philosophy and Psychology,' Garman Memorial Volume,
Boston and New York, 1906, 297.

In every case, my plan has been to sketch the development of the test, to prescribe
a standard form of apparatus and method of procedure, to explain the treatment of
the data secured, and to set forth the results and conclusions thus far obtained.
Whipple, G. M., 'Manual of Mental and Physical Tests,' Baltimore, 1910, vii.
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fundamental forms of procedure, every science has certain methods peculiar to itself;
and the method which distinguishes psychology is that of introspection.1

The blunder of the critics of 'introspection' lies in assuming that the results
gained in a particular procedure for a particular purpose could be supposed to represent
the whole state of affairs. . . . Thus on the questipn of the validity of .introspection
we have granted to both parties the main contention—namely, that it is a valid
method, and that it is in a degree erroneous.*

In psychology the modern transformation comes most strongly out. Here we
find an actual department of knowledge handed over to a new class of men for treat-
ment, so remarkable is the demand for scientific method. It is no longer sufficient
that a psychologist should be familiar with philosophy and its history, or capable of
acute logical criticism o{ systems; it is necessary, if he would deal successfully with the
new problems and gain the ear of the advanced philosophical public, that he should
reason from a basis of fact and by an inductive procedure.8

One of the methods consists in remarking the disturbances in mental life which
occur under conditions of disease and which throw into relief one or another property
of our mental equipment. Such a procedure brings to notice the difference between
sensation and intellect, the distinction of emotion from either, and the differentiation
of volition from all three.4

It was to be expected, then, that there would be a longing for some mode of
investigation wider in its application and more fruitful than self-observation, and that
in due time there would be an organized revolt in favor of 'objective' methods, among
which the experimental procedure was to have an important place.*

But introspection is not only a method of psychological investigation, it is also a
mental fact, and as^such it must be capable of psychological analysis and investigation.
. . . The second problem is: how far into the nature of the various other mental pro-
cesses can such an instrument be expected to penetrate.'

Nor is this difficulty of analysis confined characteristically
to our own language. Methode, Verfahren, and Hilfsmittel
occur in contexts in which it is not easy to find logical warrant
for a distinctive terminology:7

These points of view have to be reckoned with in a discussion of self-observation
as a psychological method [Methode]. Volkelt forthwith admits that when the in-
tention to carry out the self-observation is presupposed in any individual case, self-
observation becomes impossible. If one says on every occasion: Now I will observe,
then this purpose will be thwarted at once. He seems to believe, however, that such a
procedure [Verfahren] was hardly ever intended.8

1 Calkins, M. W., 'A First Book in Psychology,' New York, 1911, 6.
s Scripture, E. W., 'The New Psychology,' New York, 1905, 12.
• Baldwin, J. M., 'Psychology Past and Present, PSYCHOL. REV., I , 1894, 373.
4 Angell, J. R-, 'Chapters from Modern Psychology,' New York, 1913, 8f.
'Stratton, J. M., 'Experimental Psychology,' New York, 1903, 4.
• Dodge, R., 'The Theory and Limitations of Introspection, Am. J. of Psychol.,

23, 1912, 218.
' V. also Wundt, W., Grundriss d. Psychologic, Leipzig, 1901, 28, and Ebbinghaus,

H., Grundzuge d. Psychologic, Leipzig, 1903, 578, for similar uses of Hilfsmittel.
• Wundt, W., 'Selbstbeobachtung und innere Wahrnehmung,' Philos. Stud., 4,

1888, 296.
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With this we can close our description of those factors which in general character-
ize experimental psychology and, according to our examination, distinguish it. We
have yet to consider the nuthod [Methode] to whose application experimental psychology
owes its name. Experimentation is not a new source of psychological knowledge for
psychologists, but, as has been emphasized often enough on all sides, it is an important
aid [Hilfsmittel] in the exhaustive exploitation of sources which are already available.1

There is evidence, then, on the one hand, that under
method we may expect to find a variety of meanings, and, on
the other, that in the usage of several different words we are
able to trace a common, though loosely defined, reference.
In the one case, method carries several distinct interpretations;
in the other case, various words are used as equivalents for a
single meaning. The empirical study of a large number of
systematic treatises in psychology reveals, first of all, at least
four more or less distinct interpretations in the use of method;
but it also shows that a trace of these different interpretations
is likewise to be found in the several words which are used as
synonyms for method.

The most frequent meaning of the term is: (i) a general
mode of investigation. Examples of this interpretation are:
introspective method, method of observation, behavior method,
experimental method. This group includes all of those more
important and typical methods which orientate the science
in its investigation and which characterize the general attitude
taken in the envisagement of phenomena. These methods
are typical, furthermore, of the science considered as a whole,
i. e., pertaining to the entire field of psychology. If, any one
of these methods, once admitted, were to be discarded, a total
change in the point of view, or at least a very radical limitation
in the kind of phenomena which are considered psychological,
would result.

The name by which the self-ward looking of the psychologist is designated is
introspection. In so far as it tends sharply to contrast physical with psychological
methods of observation this special term is unfortunate, for as a matter of fact there
are no fundamental differences in the methods of the two sciences.1

They are methods [experimentation, introspection, etc.], in short, of elevating us
above what is purely contingent and accidental in self-consciousness, and revealing to

1 Kulpe, O., 'Anfange und Aussichten der experimentellen Psychologie,' Archivf.
PhUos., 6, 1893, 454.

1 Yerkes, R. M., 'Introduction to Psychology,' New York, 1911, 41.
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us what in it is permanent and essential; what, therefore, is the subject-matter of
psychology.1

A meaning of method which is subsumed under the first
rubric and which is, in a sense, a subclass under it, is: (2) a
specific type or order of procedure for purposes of control or
treatment. Instances of this class are: method of impression,
method of average error, time-limit method. The term as here
used usually denotes a refinement of experimental method, or
of some other method of the first class, and means the manner
of handling the material in the control of the investigation.
Its application is circumscribed by a particular subject under
observation, or by a limited range of attack. It is not applic-
able to the whole science as such, does not modify the main
point of view of the discipline, and can, therefore, be omitted
from the list of methods without serious handicap to the
science. This type of method, in conjunction with a large
number of similar methods, nevertheless, contributes data to
psychology.

In the case of the method of minimal change the tests above and below the standard,
both working toward it and away from it, must be 60 alternated as to bring each stage
of the test into as nearly like conditions of attention and fatigue as possible; at least
when accuracy is an object.1

Now, in theory, rate of speed might be measured either by the amount of work
performed within a given time or by the time taken to perform a given amount of work,
in other words, by a time-limit method or by a work-limit method.*

The word method is used in still another sense: (3) the point
of view taken, or the intention assumed, in an investigation.
This is shown in such designations as: genetic method, com-
parative method, indirect method. Methods of this class indicate
the purpose which prompts the investigation, the attitude
assumed in the scientific study. Genetic methods would there-
fore indicate an attitude toward conscious phenomena which
has to do with their development and history; these methods
serve to reveal facts concerning the genesis of mind. So
comparative methods involve a way of viewing mind in the
light of its development and of its manifestation in other than

1 Dewey, J., 'Psychology,' 3d ed., New York, 1891, 13.
1 Sanford, E. C, 'Course in Experimental Psychology,' Boston, 1908, 348.
1 Whipple, G. M., 'Manual of Mental and Physical Tests,' Baltimore, 1910, 6.
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human organisms. Indirect methods carry the premise that
the attack is not inherent in the discipline under whose auspices
the method is carried out. In some respects this class of
methods resembles the first group; but there are marked dif-
ferences. The first class has its warrant in the kind of ap-
proach; the third class specifies the purpose or attitude behind
the approach. The experimental method, for example, when
used for the purpose of describing the development of mind in
the child, becomes genetic in character; when it is used as a
means for timing the reflex arc it becomes indirect; when it is
used for the purpose of timing the reflex arc in the child and
in the adult for the purpose of deducing genetic relationships,
it is both indirect and genetic. Naturally, in a way, experi-
mentation, introspection, and the observation of behavior
involve a definite point of view at large, but the words used
as adjectival modifiers do not specify the purpose or attitude;
nominally the method does not bear the identification necessary
to the classification.

This historical unfolding of the course of psychical development is most properly
described as the genetic method, that is to say, the method which exhibits the genesis
or becoming of things.1

The comparative method, finally, supplements the introspective and experimental
methods. This method presupposes a normal psychology of introspection to be
established in its main features. But where the origin of these features, or their
dependence upon one another, is in question, it is of utmost importance to trace the
phenomenon considered through all its possible variations of type and combination.*

The last type of method is sharply demarcated from the
others in that, while the latter were classified in terms of
empirical differences in the scientific operations involved, it is
based on the logical interpretation of these operations. Method
in this sense is used as: (4) the type of reasoning involved in
any of the three preceding forms of operation, or in the sys-
tematization of the results obtained, as in: inductive method,
method of deduction, synthetic method. As in several other
classesj methods here enumerated are not peculiar to psy-
chology, but are characteristic of other sciences as well.
Logical analysis of the forms of thought-processes employed

1 Sully, J., The Human Mind,' Vol. 1, New York, 1892, 28.
•James, W., 'Principles of Psychology,' Vol. I, New York, 1890, 194.
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in the application of any or all of the other three types of
method furnishes the distinguishing principle upon which the
fourth class is founded. Such methods,—of generalization, of
classification, and of systematization,—are also conspicuously
used in the erection of systems of psychology and of the general
laws which follow from the operation of other methods.

To observation, direct and indirect, and to analysis by introspection, reflection,
and experiment, we add induction—as the necessary method of psychological science.
. . . Here, of course, the so-called inductive method implies—strictly speaking—de-
duction as well as induction, and both analysis and synthesis, after the fashion of the
science-making mind of man.1

Of the two great historic methods, deduction and induction, recent investigation
has shown that neither alone is exclusively productive of great results in the way of
discovery or construction, though in their general characteristics and predominant
importance, induction may be said to be the method of discovery and deduction the
method of construction.1

We are now prepared to undertake a comparison of all of
these four classes of method in terms of a schema. It is clear
that the term method has at least four usages. On the principle
that it is always bad practice in the field of science to use an
expression multivocally, the following proposals are made in
regard to the adoption of substitutive phrases for the several
meanings of method: (i) that method be reserved for the first
class, e. g., method of experimentation; (2) that procedure be
used for the second class, e. g., procedure of average error; (3)
that point of view be substituted for the third class, e. g., com-
parative point of view; and that rational principle be sub-
stituted for the fourth class, e. g., rational principle of gen-
eralization.3

The entire schema then becomes a hierarchy which may
be best represented by a fourfold system of orbits, on the pat-

1 Ladd, G. T., 'Psychology, Descriptive and Explanatory,' New York, 1895, 24-5.
1 Baldwin, J. M., 'Handbook of Psychology,' Vol. 1, 2d ed., New York, 1890, 20.
• Any proposal to modify a practice upon which tradition heavily rests will natu-

rally meet with some resistance through the inertia of the usage: language is not
usually so radically reformed or revised as spelling seems to be. But it is hoped that a
statement of the question at issue will raise a sane discussion of the merits of the case-
in this event, though agreement be not reached, a step will have been taken toward
awakening in the writers of text-books and systematic treatises a realization of the
necessity for accurate expression in matters of terminology. At any rate, a more
pronounced self-criticism in this regard is not too ambitious a standard to erect.
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tern of circular slide-rules, but with the added possibility of
changing the relative positions of terms in the same orbit.
Such a schema is exhibited in the diagram:

Numbers indicate the order in which these classes are discussed. Orbit I is
heavily lined to show that it represents the class of true methods.

On the inner orbit the logical 'methods' or rational prin-
ciples are located, radiating their influence away from the
center through all of the other methods. Then come the
points of view, in turn affecting the operations which lie beyond,
but capable of altering their positions so that one point of
view may be brought in radial position with any method or
procedure. So, likewise, the methods may shift positions in
the third orbit, bringing any one of the procedures in the fourth
orbit into radial proximity. As the diagram stands, for
instance, the procedure of expression may be used under the
introspective method, with a descriptive point of view, and
according to the rational principle of induction. The classi-
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fication is necessarily incomplete because with the inclusion
of other psychological treatises new operations will have to
be added. By far the greatest number of operations occur in
the orbit of procedures. From within to without a greater
refinement is to be noted from the general to the particular.

In conclusion and summary, then, an empirical survey of
the literature reveals four classes of usage of the term method:
(1) as a general mode of investigation, (2) as a specific type or
order of procedure for purposes of control or treatment, (3)
as a point of view taken, or the intention assumed in an
investigation, and (4) as the form of reasoning involved in the
pursuit of any of the preceding types of operation, or in the
systematization of the results obtained. For these four types
of operation it is suggested that the terms, (1) method, (2)
procedure, (3) point of view, and (4) rational principle be sub-
stituted. These classes may be best represented in an orbital
diagram or schema in which they assume positions ranging from
rational principles in the center through points of view and
methods, to procedures on the outside.


